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During World War Two, on a foggy, rainy night at 2.30 a.m. on 2 August 1943, a US Navy airplane, 
a C-87 Liberator began its take-off from Whenuapai air base, north of Auckland, New Zealand. 
On board there were 22 Japanese and three Thai civilian nationals, including five women and ten 
children, along with a United States crew of five. The plane, heading for Australia, crashed three 
minutes after take-off, killing eight Japanese, the three Thais and three of the crew, including the 
pilot. Witnesses were told to “forget everything” as were the medical personnel and the undertakers 
who cremated the dead internees on the 5th August.1 With two subsequent deaths from injuries 
sustained, sixteen people were dead but because of the secrecy, few in New Zealand knew of it, not 
even after the war ended in 1945.2 Silence prevailed until the early 2000s.
??I aim to discuss the fate of the survivors and another group of Japanese internees who were 
supposed to fly out to Australia on the 3rd August 1943. I also intend to examine why the silence was 
so long lasting and this terrible tragedy of war has been almost forgotten.
??After its invasion of China the Japanese government notified its nationals in the Pacific, beyond 
the Japanese mandate in Micronesia, to return home but, if this reached the south Pacific, it was 
ignored.3  When the war with Japan began with the bombing of Pearl harbour, Honolulu on 7 
December 1941, colonial governments in the southern Pacific already had Japanese civilians under 
surveillance because of events in China. They rapidly took them into custody first in the islands then 
shipped them to either Australia or New Zealand where they joined German and Italian internees.4 
Australia held the greater number from New Guinea, the New Hebrides and New Caledonia. Thirty-
one men from Fiji and fourteen men from Tonga were taken to New Zealand to be interned at Somes 
(Matiu) Island in Wellington harbor, under the supervision of the New Zealand Army. Most from 
1 David Lomas, “Secret Deaths,” The Listener, 10 April 2010, 24.
2  Secretary, Dept. of External Aﬀairs to Secretary of State for Dominion Aﬀairs, 12 September 1943, List of dead and 
injured, c. 17 September 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, Part 1, National Archives of New Zealand (hereinafter ANZ), 
Wellington.
3  Horomitsu Iwamoto, Nanshin: Japanese Settlers in Papua and New Guinea, 1890–1949 (Canberra: Australian 
National University, 1999), 124–25; Tadao Kobayashi, Les Japonais en Nouvelle Calédonie: histoires des émigres sous 
contrat (Noumea: Société d’études historiques de la Nouvelle-Calédonie, c.1992)
4  Iwamoto, Nanshin, 125–26; Blandy, Summary of events of the War, 1 January to 31 December 1941, New 
Hebrides, British series (NHBS) 19/111, 7/20, WPHC, Western Pacific Archives (hereinafter WPA), University of 
Auckland, New Zealand; Japanese internees from BSIP and New Hebrides, 11 December 1941, and enclosures, MP 
1049/5, 1877/13/296, National Archives of Australia (hereinafter NAA), Melbourne; Meyer, Passage Money for 3 
Japanese, December 1941, MP508/1, 1/701/607, NAA; Kobayashi, Les Japonais; French High Commissioner to 
Prime Minister, 13 January 1942, EA 1, 89/3/14, ANZ.
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Fiji were fishermen or farmers while in Tonga most worked for Banno Brothers, a trading company.5 
Seven of their wives and several children from Tonga were also interned but housed separately in 
a small town south of Auckland and watched over by a kindly policewoman, Edna Pierce.6 One 
woman, Jessie Banno, part Tongan and part Scottish, played a major role in helping the rest of the 
Japanese women because she was fluent in Japanese and English.7 The island wives of mainly the men 
from Fiji and a few from Tonga remained with any part-Japanese children in the islands.8  
??Living in New Zealand there were eleven Japanese men, most were very old and married into 
communities and were known to have no active connections with Japan. These were allowed to 
remain at their homes under house arrest. About three other Japanese were interned on Somes Island, 
with one of mixed ancestry being released after a few months.9 Here, the Swiss Consul, on behalf 
of the Government of Japan regularly assisted and inspected the internees to see they were cared for 
and the International Red Cross acted in a welfare capacity on their behalf. Perhaps one of the most 
challenging changes was the daily food as it was based on the rations of the New Zealand Army and 
lacked much rice, a scarce commodity in New Zealand. The men on Somes Island were allowed to 
fish and made productive vegetable gardens which helped their dietary needs. The Japanese women 
also made gardens where they were based.10 Overall, the neutral Swiss consul and go-between regarded 
the treatment of all the internees as being “very good”—all were fed, clothed and sheltered as well as 
getting medical treatment when needed.11 
??As the War progressed, the Japanese interned thousands of British, US and allied civilians 
in Japan or the lands under their control. In 1942, international negotiations led to plans for the 
5  Assistant High Commissioner to HBM’s Consul, 25 Oct. 1944, BTC 7/1, MP 74/1943, Tonga Series, WPA; Luke 
to Prime Minister, 8 December 1941, AD 1, 336/1/27, ANZ; Commandant, Memo, 14 January 1942, WA II 2, 
Box 31, ANZ; Morel, Report on Visit paid to Civil Internment Camp, Somes Island, 9 June 1942, Report of visit to 
internment camp, 21 January 1943, EA 1, 89/3/13, ANZ EA 1, 89/3/13, ANZ. See also AD 1, 336/2/124, 336/2/125, 
336/2/126, 336/2/127, 336/2/130, 336/2/131, 336/2/132, 336/2/133, 336/2/135, 336/2/136, 336/2/137, ANZ.
6  Shanahan to Commander of Police, 9 January 1942, EA 1, 89/5/2, Part 1, ANZ; Stephens to Secretary, 20 January 
1942, Stephens, Notes Concerning Alienage of German and Japanese women, 31 December 1941, EA 1, 98/5/1, Pt 
1, ANZ. 
7  Stephens to Secretary, 20 January 1942, Stephens, Notes Concerning Alienage of German and Japanese women, 31 
December 1941, EA 1, 98/5/1, Part 1, ANZ; Shanahan to Hamilton, 24 December 1942; Shanahan to Commander 
of Police, 9 January 1942, and enclosures, EA 1, 89/5/2, Part 1, ANZ; Valerie P. Redshaw, Tact and Tenacity: New 
Zealand Women in Policing (Wellington: Grantham House, 2006), 57.
8  Luke to Prime Minister, 8 December 1941, AD 1, 336/1/27, ANZ; Enclosures, F115/59/2, National Archives of 
Fiji (NAF).
9  Graeme Dunstall, A Policeman’s Paradise? Policing a Stable Society, 1918–1945: History of Policing in New Zealand, 
vol. 4 (Palmerston North, New Zealand: Dunmore Press??, 1999), footnote 64, 474; C. R. Bradwell, “Tsukigawa, 
Kazuyuki Kiyohei,” in New Zealand Dictionary of Biography, www.teara.govt.nz/NewZealanders/NewZealandPeoples 
/Japanese/1/ENZ-Resources/Biography/1/mi (accessed 15 August 2016); Steven Oliver, “Noda Asajiro,” http://www 
.dnzb.govt.nz/dnzb/Find_Quick.asp?PersonEssay=2N17 (accessed 17 August 2016); AD 1, 336/2/22, ANZ. 
10  Morel, Report on Visits paid to Civil Internment Camp, Somes Island, 9 June, 4 July 1942, 21 January 1943, 
Bossard to Red Cross, Geneva, 18 December 1942, EA 1, 89/3/13, ANZ; Bossard, Visit paid to Civil Internment 
Camp, Somes Island, September–October 1944, EA 1, 89/3/13, ANZ; Redshaw, Tact and Tenacity, 56. The daily 
rice ration for New Zealand Army personnel at the time was about 0.5 ounces each.
11 Boussard, Report of Inspection of Camp, 24 September 1945, EA 1, 89/3/13, ANZ.
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exchange of civilians to occur in some neutral country, such as Portugal’s Goa on the west coast of 
India. Each protagonist wanted to get back their own people, preferably ones who might be able to 
add to intelligence about the enemy or contribute to industry or commerce.12 Banno traders were in 
this commercial category and were prioritized. Both parties realised the problems and dangers facing 
ocean shipping to reach the neutral country. Although Japan was not a signatory to the 1929 Geneva 
Convention which laid out how prisoners of war (POWs) were to be treated, its government indicated 
it would follow these recommendations, so the Allies tried to act accordingly. The Allies too were 
aware that if they did not abide by the convention their internees and POWs might face retribution 
from the Japanese because it was not legally bound by the international convention.13  
??In the second half of 1943 Australia planned to send a ship load of internees to Goa, for 
exchange. All the Japanese internees in New Zealand were to join them at Tatura camp in Australia, 
if they were willing to go to Japan, though there is some doubt that those with families in the islands 
really wanted to go.14 The original plan of the New Zealand government was for the internees to 
go by a US vessel to Australia but ships were diﬃcult to get, so the Commanding Oﬃcer of the US 
Naval Operating base, Captain Jupp, suggested the transfer by Navy plane to Sydney, as flights to 
US installations in Australia were common.15 By this time, the Japanese men had been moved to 
Pahiatua in Hawkes Bay as Somes Island had been fortified and was considered unsafe for them and 
the Germans and Italians.16 In late July, all the Japanese except three, too ill to travel, were brought in 
to the New Zealand Air Force base, Whenuapai airfield where several family members were re-united. 
There were to be two flights across to Australia, one on the 2nd and the other on the 3rd August.17  
??The Liberator airplane took oﬀ in secret at night when the visibility was very poor. After about 
three minutes in the air, it turned left as planned but was too low and crashed.  A subsequent report 
by the New Zealand Air Force considered possible causes and found there was a likely error regarding 
the state of the direction of the wind and the effect of topography.18 Decades later, other reasons 
emerged. The crew, including the pilot, had been flying for 26 days ferrying US pilots to Guadalcanal 
from New Zealand and they were exhausted. The surviving co-pilot, John Wisda indicated that the 
experienced pilot, Herschel V. Laughlin failed to adjust the gyroscope and must have thought the 
plane had gained altitude when it had not.19  
12  Sinclair to Secretary, Dept. of External Aﬀairs, 18 June 1942 and enclosures, MP 508/1, Item 255/102/2102, NAA, 
Melbourne; Sec of State to Prime Minister, 28 June 1942, and enclosures, MP 508/1/0, Item 225/702/2102, NAA, 
Melbourne. See also Iwamoto, Nanshin, 137–39. Iwamoto appears to have made an error with the dates as he states 
the negotiations were held a year later.
13 Mason W. Wynne, Prisoners of War (Wellington: Government printer, 1954), 185–86.
14  Judith A. Bennett, “Japanese Wartime Internees in New Zealand: Fragmenting Pacific Families,” Journal of Pacific 
History 44, no. 1 (2009), 61–76.
15  Assistant Secretary, War Cabinet to Consul for Switzerland, 15 September, 1943; Testimony of Mr Foss Shanahan 
13 August 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
16 Boussard, Report on Internment Camp at Pahiatua, 25–26 March 1943, EA I, 89/3/13, ANZ.
17 Schmidt, Consul to Shanahan, 15 September 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
18  Parry, Report on Evidence, Liberator (C-87) crash-Whenuapai, 2 August 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
19  David Lomas, “Secret Deaths”, The Listener, 10 April 2010, 24; Bob Livingstone, Under the Southern Cross: The 
B-24 Liberator in the South Pacific (Paducah, KY: Turner Pub., 1998), 115. Livingstone incorrectly states the 
plane was headed for New Guinea, highly unlikely, considering it was a front-line combat area. Herschel Laughlin’s 
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??The survivors were treated at the Air Force base hospital and later at Auckland hospital. All the 
dead were collected and cremated, many identified by the Banno couple who with their son survived 
the crash.20 The planned second flight was cancelled. In November 1943 almost all the internees were 
taken on the ship Wahine to Australia but the planned exchange and repatriation never occurred 
because of delays: The Australian government requested people the Japanese would not or could not 
hand over, and the Japanese wanted theirs who had strategic knowledge and Australia would not 
let them go. Soon too, the Japanese, with heavy losses at sea, could spare no ships to collect them.21 
death was recorded in a US newspaper, as killed in an air crash without any details. Medford Mail Tribune (Oregon), 
17 August 1943, 7.
20  Schmidt to War Cabinet Secretary, 13 August 1943, Telegram 23 August 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ; David 
Lomas, “Secret Deaths,” The Listener, 10 April 2010, 24; Redshaw, Tact and Tenacity, 58.
21  Thompson, Memo, Japanese Internees-Repatriation, 6 October 1943, and enclosures, WA II, 2 Box 29, INT/12, ANZ; 
Memo, 24 June 1946, [illegible] to Central government, 10 March 1944, AD I, 336/1/27, ANZ; Johnson to Premier, 
18 Feburay 1946, BCT 7/1, MP 74/1943, Tonga Series, WPA; Yuriko Nagata, Unwanted Aliens: Japanese Internment 
in Australia, Gōshū Nikkeijin kyōsei shūyō (St. Lucia, Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1996), 96–102.
Figure 1. Details of crash site Whenuapai, August 1943. Bulk of fuselage located at bottom right of image. End of 
runway is at bottom left. File EAI675 record no 81/3/10, Archives New Zealand.
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Subsequently with peace, all the internees were sent to Japan when the POWs were shipped, to face 
the harsh reality of a heavily depleted homeland and people. Except for the New Zealand Japanese 
who had British nationality anyway, those who had indicated they wanted to go back to the islands to 
re-join families or stay either in New Zealand or Australia were refused.22 
??Wartime of itself enjoins secrecy. Movement of planes and ships, if widely known, could mean an 
enemy with advance information could attack and destroy. Any information regarding the internees 
was tightly controlled because there was much fear and anti-Japanese feeling in the country. The last 
thing the New Zealand government wanted was attacks by the public on Japanese civilians under 
their care. 
??Underlying this, the New Zealand government remained concerned about how the Japanese 
government would treat allied citizens interned by the Japanese as well as allied prisoners of war 
because Japan was not a signatory to the Geneva convention. So the desire to avoid any perceived 
deliberate action to hurt Japanese internees or prisoners was foremost in the minds of the New 
Zealand government and more so, as already there had been one incident that threatened the welfare 
of captured enemy aliens. 
??New Zealand concern had become a fear in February 1943 when a major confrontation and 
riot had occurred in the POW camp at Featherston, North Island which housed over 850 Japanese 
prisoners captured by US forces in Guadalcanal, Solomon Islands. Some 200 Japanese went on a sit-
in strike and refused to work in the camp. Inexperienced guards, ignorant of the Japanese language, 
opened fire when one defied the guards. The Japanese responded with rock throwing, resulting in 
the deaths of 48 Japanese men, the wounding of 74, the death of one guard and six others hurt. The 
oﬃcial inquiry by the New Zealand government put the blame on mutual ‘cultural misunderstanding’ 
and that under the Geneva Convention the prisoners could be required to work. By implication, this 
laid some of the responsibility on the guards, an admission the Dominion Oﬃce in London required 
New Zealand to change, since the British wanted the blame to fall on the prisoners. The original 
New Zealand report lay hidden for 30 years. Although the people of the town of Featherston helped 
the wounded and felt their shooting was cruel, the incident did little to change feeling towards the 
Japanese among the wider public, but removed culpability from the New Zealand guards. Under the 
Geneva Convention the report of inquiry into the incident, revised version, was sent by the neutral 
Swiss consul to Japan. The Japanese authorities, however, remained very sceptical of its findings.23  
??In spite of the worry in August 1943 that the loss of the plane and the deaths and injuries of 
the Japanese internees aboard would further inflame the Japanese and cause them to ill-treat allied 
prisoners and civilians under their control, the New Zealand government quickly notified the Swiss 
consul and kept up an intense correspondence for some months. The consul already knew all about 
the transfer process because he had been in contact with the Swiss legation in London to pass on 
details to the Japanese government because this all related to the major planned exchange of people 
for repatriation. In fact, on 31 July he had sent on the names of three Japanese—two men and one 
woman—who could not go out on the plane to Australia due to illness. On the same day as the crash, 
the New Zealand government notified the consul by telephone which was confirmed in writing in 
22 Bennett, “Japanese Wartime Internees,” 72–75.
23  Yasuhiro Ota, “Shooting and Friendship over Japanese Prisoners of War,” MA thesis, Massey University, 2013, 18–44.
168
After the Plane Crashed
a letter sent on the 3rd August. He also received a copy of a telegram from the New Zealand Army 
Commander to the Red Cross in Geneva with a detailed list of the dead and injured. The consul 
continued to receive and pass on follow-up information from New Zealand, such as cremation 
arrangements and, in due course, details, for example on replacement clothing and personal eﬀects 
of the Japanese and claims for destroyed valuables that were replaced or paid for. In turn, he also 
conveyed messages from the Japanese government to the New Zealand government. Almost all 
correspondence went via the Swiss legation, London while New Zealand copied most of its to the 
British Dominions oﬃce in London.24  
??There were two issues for the Japanese government. Firstly, they wanted to know the cause of the 
crash. The New Zealand Air force quickly prepared a report on the probable cause. The US authorities 
also held a Court of Inquiry into the crash, and presumably obtained testimony from the two 
remaining crew, including John Wisda, the co-pilot, a copy of which went to New Zealand. The New 
Zealand Air force report could only be based on what was seen by witnesses not in the plane, such 
as the flight control traﬃc oﬃcer. The Japanese government wanted the US Court of Inquiry report 
from New Zealand. US Admiral Halsey, Commander of the fleet in the South Pacific when sending 
it to the Prime Minister of New Zealand made it clear, “that the contents of said report will not be 
communicated to other agencies.”25 The New Zealand government advised the Japanese to seek the 
report via the US state department, not New Zealand. Yet the New Zealand government believed this 
US report “would take very many months” to get to the Japanese government.26 To try to facilitate this 
process New Zealand authorities instructed their legation in Washington to make a direct approach to 
the US state department to pass the US report to the Japanese government as quickly as possible.27 
??Another issue for the Japanese government in relation to the victims of the crash was the 
question of compensation. While the Japanese accepted that New Zealand’s ex-gratia payments 
for loss of personal eﬀects of the living survivors was to their satisfaction, they pressed further for 
compensation for the loss of life. The New Zealand government refused and based this on the 
fact that once the internees went aboard the US plane, they were no longer responsible for them, 
particularly as there was no error or failure on New Zealand’s part regarding the condition of the 
airplane or events on board.28 The only other concern was the ashes of the dead. New Zealand made 
sure each urn had details of the deceased inscribed on it. The urns were given to K. Nagashima, the 
leader of the Japanese internees to take with him to Japan when the repatriation occurred.29 Since the 
exchange failed to eventuate, it can only be assumed he took these back after the war when all the 
Japanese were shipped to Japan from Australia.
??From the records, there is no evidence that the New Zealand government was trying to keep any 
of the events from the Japanese, though later information suggests some of the less pleasant aspects 
of the state of the bodies and parts of the dead were not detailed. So while the Japanese government 
and the allied authorities knew much of what happened, why was news of the crash kept so secret? 
24 Aircraft accident, enclosures, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
25 Halsey to Fraser, 7 September 1943, enclosure, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
26 Shanahan to Stevens, 18 September 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
27 [Shanahan] to Halsey, 18 September 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
28 Minute for file, 5 October 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
29 Assistant Secretary to the war cabinet to Commissioner of police, 16 September 1943, EA1 675, 89/3/19, ANZ.
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The common interpretation from more general accounts ignores the careful and lengthy procedures 
evident in the records of the events. They speak of a ‘cover-up’ and a ‘closely guarded secret.’30 At 
one level yes, there was initial secrecy but the main reason for this seems to be that public discussion 
of it may well have inflamed the situation while the four months of detailed communication and 
negotiation went on from early August until late November 1943. By then, the internees were in 
Australia and the two surviving US personnel almost certainly back in the US recuperating from their 
injuries. So, except for the witnesses, few of the wider public knew anything and the story basically 
was not revealed once the rapidly changing war situation dominated the media. 
??After the war, for a year or so, there were many accounts of internees as well as prisoners of 
war in New Zealand newspapers but these referred to wartime allies and their experiences with the 
Japanese captors, none of which was favourable. Soon after the Japanese surrendered, prisoners of 
war returning to New Zealand. Ironically, the first group arrived at Whenuapai in late September 
1945 and soon their accounts of ‘Jap brutality’ and ‘fiendish cruelty’ by their captors emerged, to the 
disgust and horror of the New Zealand public.31 Both in New Zealand and Australia there were very 
bitter feelings towards the Japanese that took years to change although political leaders, looking to the 
future, attempted to normalise relations. Japan itself was occupied and trying to recover from the war. 
The story of the internees basically died as thoughts turned to peace and reconstruction. 
??In 1958 the parents of the co-pilot, John Wisda, came to New Zealand to visit the site of the 
crash. It was clear even from what they told newspaper reporters that they had a limited knowledge of 
the event other than their son was hurt but survived. They believed there were only 16 people on the 
plane, including the crew. There was no mention of the identity of the people. So secrecy still masked 
the details or Wisda had told his parent very little.32 
??Under the 30-year rule, the New Zealand’s government’s records of the incident did not become 
available until the 1970s, but lay unread.33 Some drew attention to the crash of the Liberator, 
beginning in the late 1980s when another airman commented that he has seen the scene of the crash 
soon after it happened and gradually more details became public.34 In 2003, a TV documentary called 
‘Secret New Zealand’ revealed the story, and soon the co-pilot John Wisda in the United States was 
interviewed and more detailed information came forward. Another instance of the intense secrecy 
at the time involved who was on the plane. Until he was told by the interviewer, Wisda had no idea 
there had been women and children on board and was upset to learn this.35  
30  Today in History, Archives New Zealand, 2 August, http://i.stuﬀ.co.nz/national/today-in-history/10332332/Today 
-in-History-2-August (accessed 20 August 2016); David Lomas, “Secret Deaths,” The Listener, 10 April 2010, 24
31  Auckland Star, 21 September 1945, 4. See also New Zealand Herald, 7 September 1945, 7; Evening Post, 11 
September 1945 7; 19 September 1945, 8; 21 September 1945, 8.
32 Undated newspaper cutting, “Where a miracle happened”, c. 1958
33  The main file at the National Archives of New Zealand is open to all. Files relating to each of the internees require 
permission to access because there are personal details that may hurt the living. For example, some of the Fiji-based 
Japanese had a legal wife in Japan and a de facto one and children in Fiji. This is in no way connected to the details 
of the airplane crash. See Bennett, “Japanese Wartime Internees.”
34  J. W. Sim, Liberator Crash memories, New Zealand Wings, November 1988.
35  David Lomas, “Secret Deaths,” The Listener, 10 April 2010, 24–25. This would also explain why Wisda’s parents 
knew so little—he seems to have not known all the details himself.
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In the war with Japan in 1943–1944 more pressing events had overtaken public interest and took 
attention away from this very sad event in New Zealand. At the time, secrecy was just as important 
to the Japanese side of the proposed exchanges, as it was to the Allies. The complex exchange 
arrangements could have so easily been hindered by public opinion and questioning. Release of the 
details of the crash at the time would not have served any purpose and could have undermined the 
careful diplomatic planning for future exchanges that were still thought to be possible. Understandably, 
wartime attitudes of the public towards the enemy in New Zealand were not positive. Moreover, 
post-war revelations of the Japanese treatment of Allied prisoners of war and civilian internees did 
nothing to change this feeling. The events surrounding the crashed plane almost faded into oblivion. 
And there is little of permanence now to remind both former protagonists of this planned ‘swap’ and 
the subsequent great loss, except a novel about a New Zealand child who had seen interned Japanese 
children and the list of the cremated dead in the cemetery record book held by Waitakere city council, 
near the site of the crash. There is no memorial to this tragedy of innocent people who perished and 
suﬀered far away from the battle field, but who, like so many civilians across the world, paid very 
dearly for a war their leaders believed would benefit their peoples and their countries.36 
36  A novel for young adults, The Swap (Melbourne: Hachette Australia, 2004) by Wendy Catran deals with the event 
from the point of view of Japanese families from Tonga and a young New Zealand girl who saw a little girl like 
herself but who was Japanese. Their lives come together as adults.
